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1. Overview 
This chapter explores the concept of youth mentoring and considers, in particular, the process 
of supporting the positive development of disadvantaged or vulnerable youth through 
mentoring initiatives. Drawing upon data from the evaluation of a physical activity 
programme that sought to facilitate the development of disaffected youth, the discussion 
seeks to illustrate the purpose, structure and experience of the mentoring process. More 
specifically, it aims to outline the rationale for using mentors within such programmes, 
highlight key findings regarding programme impact (from the perspective of mentors, 
mentees and teachers) and identify elements of good practice. In this way, it seeks to aid the 
development and delivery of future initiatives in this area. 
 
2. Vignette 
This HSBC/Outward Bound i project focused on the use of outdoor/adventurous physical 
activities as a vehicle to facilitate young people’s personal, social and educational 
development (see Armour & Sandford, 2013). Working with five schools from the 
disadvantaged Docklands area of London, the project aimed to enhance positive community 
relations as well as support pupils’ (re)engagement with education. A central element of the 
project was the inclusion of HSBC employees as volunteer mentors, who were trained (by 
youth workers from one of the project schools) to work with pupils both within the residential 
outdoor/adventurous activity sessions and in follow-up activities within the schools. Within 
this training, mentors covered issues relating to youth culture, child protection and managing 
challenging behaviour. They were also introduced to the concept of ‘Informal Education’ 
(whereby learning is perceived to be a collaborative process and commonplace contexts and 
conversations are viewed as opportunities to ‘draw out’ educational messages from 
individuals’ experiences) as a learning strategyii. Therefore, through group discussions and 
role-play, mentors were given practical advice on both building/maintaining positive 
relationships with young people and the ways in which they could enhance/support pupil 
learning. As the project progressed, new mentors also gained valuable knowledge from 
experienced colleagues who been involved with previous cohorts.  
 
During the lifetime of the project, approximately 750 young people (13-14 years) participated 
in project activities, supported by 7 regular members of school staff and 57 different HSBC 
mentors (9 of these being involved with more than one group of pupils). The mentors were 
each allocated to a specific group for the residential sessionsiii, but were thereafter just linked 
with one project school. Data on mentors’ perceptions/experiences of the project were 
generated through observations of the activity sessions, informal conversations, individual 
interviews, focus group discussions and reflective mentor journals. The aim here was to 
determine their thoughts about the mentoring process (e.g. what they felt they had brought 
to/gained from it, whether it had met their expectations and if/how they saw it developing) 
and discuss any key issues, problems or concerns. In addition, data on the role, value and 
effectiveness of mentors were generated from others (e.g. teachers, pupils and project 
management staff) via various methods (interviews, focus group, journals and surveys). The 
data were collated and analysed systematically by coding in stages, in order to generate and 
verify key themes. The extended nature of the project also allowed for an integrated process 
of data analysis and collection, allowing key issues, concerns or learning points to be fed 
back into the mentor training programme.  Some key findings that relate to the mentoring 
element of the project are highlighted in following fictional narratives, which blend multiple 
voices to give summative accounts of mentors’, mentees’ and teachers’ views: 
 
Nick (Mentor) 
“I was after a bit of a challenge and mentoring seemed a good opportunity. I thought 
I could be a positive influence for some young people, perhaps teach them new skills 
and widen their horizons. For me, it was about trying to support positive 
development. Some mentors described themselves as being ‘neutral’ adults, but I 
think I saw myself more as a supporter and educator. I’m not sure I had a clear 
understanding of that going into the project though! No-one really knew what was 
expected of us to start with or what we were supposed to be doing. Keeping in touch 
beyond the activities was one of the hardest things about mentoring. How could we 
physically keep in contact so that we didn’t lose what we’d already built? It was 
really difficult doing that through the school, to be honest. I think that’s why so many 
mentors lost interest. It was why the on-going training was important too, though, 
and why those who have kept up with that, who really bought into it, have stayed 
involved more. It certainly allowed me to develop my understanding, so now I have a 
better sense of what it means to ‘mentor’. It’s to encourage people and make them 
work as a little sort of unit together. It is really to be there almost in the background, 
but sometimes you are not in the background you are at the front guiding people; it is 
completely dynamic. I thought the mentoring was brilliant; I thoroughly enjoyed it 
and I got a lot out of it from a personal point of view. It’s changed my perspective of 
young people. It was emotionally draining and physically demanding, but very 
rewarding.” 
 
Ryan (Mentee) 
“It was good meeting new people. Some of the mentors were really funny and helped 
you learn things. Sometimes they gave you advice about things and got you to think 
about the future. It was nice to speak with different grown-ups too; they weren’t all 
bossy like teachers or parents! I liked a lot of the mentors, but some of my friends 
didn’t know who they were. We were asked in an interview what we had thought of 
the mentors and someone said ‘what’s a mentor?’! Some pupils just weren’t 
interested in the mentors – and some mentors didn’t seem that interested in us - but I 
got on really well with one mentor, John, so I was glad when my teacher said she’d 
help us keep in touch outside of school. He’s helped me focus on my school work and 
got me some work experience.” 
 
Jayne (Teacher) 
“I think the mentors made a valuable contribution to the project to be honest. They 
were often proactive, helpful and around if pupils needed help with something. It was 
good to have someone from outside school to share the workload and support pupils’ 
learning. I particularly liked the way they reinforced the instructors’ teaching points 
and encouraged pupils to transfer learning to school or home. It was difficult to start 
with, though, because we weren’t always sure what they were supposed to be doing 
and what long term role they were going to play. Some of them disappeared after the 
activity sessions, but others were really keen. The best mentors stuck around; they 
helped instigate involvement in other projects, arranged work experience and built 
up good relationships with HSBC. They were the ones who had most impact.” 
Broadly speaking, therefore, the findings suggest that there were benefits to be gained (for 
mentors, mentees, schools and organisations) from the mentoring process, but also that 
various personal, social and contextual factors could influence the nature/degree of impact 
(see Sandford et al., 2010 for further detail). 
 
3. Analysis 
The concept of youth mentoring has become increasingly fashionable in recent years, 
particularly within the field of education, and this has led to a significant growth in structured 
mentoring initiatives (Colley, 2003; Du Bois & Karcher, 2005). Addressing problems of 
social exclusion and disaffection has become a key target for many youth mentoring 
initiatives within the UK, Europe and beyond (Philip et al., 2004; Sandford et al., 2010), 
grounded in research which suggests that a learning relationship with an adult other than a 
parent (or teacher) can lead to positive outcomes for vulnerable young people (Rhodes, 2001; 
Bennetts, 2003). Indeed, as Newburn and Shiner (2006, p. 24) have pointed out, many of the 
contemporary initiatives that involve mentoring with vulnerable young people are 
‘underpinned by the view that some of the problems of inadequate socialization, personal 
dysfunction and disaffection can be offset by the support of a mentor’. Colley (2003) 
describes this kind of remedial approach as ‘engagement mentoring’ and argues that the goals 
of such initiatives can be seen to include increasing academic success, lowering deviant 
behaviour, increasing self-esteem and improving employability. These certainly resonate with 
some of the key aims of the HSBC/OB project outlined above (specifically ‘to facilitate 
young people’s personal, social and educational development’ and ‘support pupils’ 
(re)engagement with education’) and provides additional justification for the use of Informal 
Education (IE) as a learning strategy for mentors within this project. In this way, there are 
also perceptible links to some of the literature on positive youth development and resiliency, 
particularly in the sense that positive mentoring relationships can facilitate the development 
of key life skills, which can represent significant ‘social capital’ and function as a means of 
protection against difficult life circumstances (Lerner et al., 2005; Philip & Spratt, 2007). 
Such views help to reinforce the assertion, also prevalent within the physical education 
literature, that it is the social processes experienced (the relationships developed) and not the 
activity undertaken per se that lead to positive outcomes for young people (e.g. Sandford et 
al., 2008).  
 
The narratives above would certainly seem to lend credence to the notion that there are 
benefits for all in the mentoring process. Indeed, as noted in the opening section, there were 
apparent gains in the HSBC/OB project for all, including mentors (I thought the mentoring 
was brilliant; I thoroughly enjoyed it and I got a lot out of it from a personal point of view), 
mentees (It was good meeting new people; the mentors…helped you learn things) and 
teaching staff (It was good to have someone from outside school to share the workload and 
support pupil’s learning; they helped instigate involvement in other projects, arranged work 
experience and built up good relationships with HSBC). These benefits were personal, social, 
educational and contextual and not all were anticipated or planned for. This highlights 
something of the fluidity of mentoring relationships, but also perhaps raises a question about 
clarity of purpose with regard to mentors’ roles and expectations. Mentors who grasped the 
notion of what the project was trying to achieve (mentors like Nick) were those who were 
perceived to engage more effectively and, consequently, were identified as those who ‘had 
most impact’ (Jayne). As noted above, there was an initial lack of clarity regarding the nature 
and scope of the mentor role in the HSBC/OB project i.e. were mentors neutral adults, 
supporters, role models or educators? This led to ‘confusion’ among mentors and teachers 
and even resulted in a lack of comprehension among the young people (‘some of my friends 
didn’t know who (the mentors) were’).  The mentor role did become clearer through the life 
of the project, however, thanks in part to the iterative nature of the evaluation, allowing 
lessons to be learnt from the initial mentors’ experiences and for these to be fed directly back 
in to subsequent mentor training. This kind of ‘feedback system’ would certainly appear to be 
an important feature of effective programme design.  
 
Another issue to highlight from the narratives above is the importance of mentor selection. 
As Nick suggests, mentors must ‘buy into’ the process and be genuinely interested in working 
with young people. Those who do not commit in this way could potentially ‘lose interest’ and 
‘disappear’ thus limiting the impact of the process. Ryan would appear to concur, but also 
notes that this is a two-way process and that young people, too, need to actively engage with 
the mentoring process (‘Some pupils just weren’t interested in the mentors – and some 
mentors didn’t seem that interested in us’). Studies have shown that the nature of the 
mentoring relationship is all important (e.g. Rhodes et al., 2002). Young people value 
mentors who are personable and it has been argued that successful mentoring relationships 
are often underpinned by qualities of trust, reciprocity and shared experience (Philip et al., 
2004). Some such mentoring experiences were evident in the HSBC/OB project (‘some of the 
mentors were really funny and helped you learn things. Sometimes they gave you advice 
about things’), but the arbitrary allocation of mentors to groups also meant that young people 
had varying experiences. While modern (structured) mentoring relationships are not 
characterised by the spontaneity and informality of more traditional approaches, there still 
needs to be some sense of connection and affiliation between mentor and mentee. Thought 
therefore needs to be given to the matching of mentors to mentees (DuBois et al., 2002) and, 
importantly, to if/how spontaneous mentoring relationships can be supported. Researchers 
have noted the importance of having ‘appropriate’ individuals involved with the development 
and delivery of youth physical activity programmes, and have also highlighted the need for 
enthusiastic, effective and inspirational leadership (e.g. Petitpas et al., 2008). This discussion 
would seem to suggest that for mentors, too, particularly those who are working with 
vulnerable or challenging youth, the need to be informed and aware of the role they are 
expected to play is equally important.  
 
The most effective mentors in the HSBC/OB project were those, like Nick, who: were fully 
involved in all aspects of the mentoring process; were committed to actively engaging with 
the young people both within and beyond project activities; were willing to facilitate the on-
going development of teaching-learning relationships; and were interested in furthering their 
own understanding regarding the mentor role and the process of promoting young people’s 
learning and positive development (‘…it is completely dynamic; the role, it changes all the 
time’). Such findings point to the need for adults involved in ‘engagement mentoring’ 
projects with vulnerable youth to be carefully selected, in order to ensure that they have a 
clear sense of their role and a willingness to engage in an active, developmental process. 
Moreover, there is perhaps a need for adults working with vulnerable youth to undergo 
specific training, in order to increase their sensitivity to the issues these young people face 
and ensure that they are equipped with the skills necessary to foster learning and development 
over time (Lacey & Sobers, 2005; Fresko & Wertheim, 2006; Philip & Spratt, 2007). DuBois 
et al., (2002) also argue that effective mentor training can help to equip mentors and enhance 
their ‘adaptive persistence’ (p.29) when faced with obstacles in establishing/maintaining 
relationships with young people. This would appear to be corroborated by Nick (above), 
when he states that ‘It was why the on-going training was important…and why those who 
have kept up with that, who really bought into it, have stayed involved more’. The training 
provided to mentors involved in the HSBC/OB project was viewed positively by many 
mentors (‘It certainly allowed me to develop my understanding, so now I have a better sense 
of what it means to mentor’). Moreover, the inclusion of informal education as a learning 
strategy within this training appeared to enhance the mentors’ capacity to reflect and gain a 
critical perspective on their role in supporting young people’s learning (see Sandford et al., 
2010).  
As with other studies (see Philip & Spratt, 2007) some young people involved in the 
HSBC/OB project valued the opportunity to sustain an informal relationship with mentors 
beyond the end of the initiative (‘I got on really well with one mentor, John, so I was glad 
when my teacher said she’d help us keep in touch outside of school’). For this project, 
however, this was the exception rather than the norm. Rappaport (2002) acknowledges that 
maintaining mentoring relationships over time can be challenging, stating that the often 
‘contrived’ nature of the relationship can render it ‘susceptible to premature termination' 
(p.109). The location of mentoring initiatives within the school context, can also render them 
particularly challenging. Indeed, Rhodes et al., (2002) point out that mentoring programs 
located in/through schools are often limited in their impact, due to various ethical, structural 
and contextual restrictions. This would explain why some mentors/mentees in the HSBC/OB 
project found it easier to maintain relationships, with the support of school staff, outside of 
the formal project structure (It was really difficult to (keep in touch) through the school, to be 
honest). 
In their evaluation of a range of mentoring schemes for vulnerable youth, Philip et al. (2004) 
argue that organised mentoring initiatives, particularly those with an ‘engagement mentoring’ 
focus, often ‘neglect’ the process of ending the relationship. They note that this can have a 
significant impact on the young people involved, leading to a perceived sense of rejection 
that can potentially undermine any positive gains. Within the HSBC/OB project, a number of 
mentors bemoaned the lack of opportunities to have sustained contact with young people 
(how do we keep in touch with these kids and build on what we’ve started?). There is a 
perhaps a need, therefore, for clear routes to be established and/or enabled at the end of any 
planned programme of mentoring activities, in order for mentors and mentees to maintain 
contact and further develop their relationship if desired. Such ‘paths to progress’ (Sandford et 
al., 2008) would facilitate the long-term impact of youth mentoring initiatives. 
 
4. Lessons Learned…What can we add to the Mentor Toolbox? 
The analysis above highlights a number of key points relating to the process of mentoring 
disadvantaged youth and identifies several factors that can enhance the potential for positive 
impact through mentoring initiatives: 
• Mentoring as a Panacea: It is clear that mentoring cannot ‘remedy all the ills facing 
vulnerable young people’ (Philip et al., 2004 p. 324) but that it can be a valuable 
resource to be employed, where appropriate, within a range of interventions. 
• Careful Planning and Preparation: It is essential for programmes focused on 
promoting positive development among young people (particularly vulnerable youth) 
to be clearly planned, organised and delivered. They should have strong leadership 
and be built with firm theoretical foundations, underpinned by clear models of how, 
when and why change will come about.  
• Clarity of Role: It is vital that mentors are informed of the role they are to play and 
are committed to the pedagogical process of supporting/enhancing young people’s 
learning. The careful selection, preparation and on-going development of mentors is 
vital and mentor ‘buy-in’ should be not just an expectation but a requirement of 
programme participation.  
• Developing Networks: There should be a clear understanding of how mentors can/will 
work together with other practitioners (e.g. teachers) in order to establish open 
communication mechanisms and enable a more holistic approach to supporting young 
people’s development. This can usefully feed into an effective mentor training 
programme, along with context-specific content and an explicit focus on mentoring 
issues and challenges. 
• Mentors as ‘Informal Educators’: Using informal education as a learning strategy 
within mentor training can be a useful means of supporting mentors’ pedagogical 
development and enhancing their capacity to function effectively as educational 
practitioners.  
• Sharing Mentoring Experience: Facilitating the on-going development of mentor 
training programmes, using feedback from those involved in existent mentoring 
relationships, is a valuable approach in mentoring initiatives and can help to enhance 
the development of a supportive mentor community.  
• Long-Term Strategy: Thought should be given to how youth mentoring relationships 
are set up, supported and sustained, in order to ensure the process is effective, 
constructive and meaningful for all involved (Rappaport, 2002). Included within this 
should be some element of planning for the end of structured mentor relationships, 
with the identification of clear pathways to additional/alternative/follow-on support. 
 
To conclude, Newburn and Shiner (2006) have noted that ‘simply providing opportunities for 
change may be a necessary condition for achieving change, but is rarely a sufficient condition’ 
(p.39). Likewise, we can perhaps say that providing mentors, and encouraging mentoring 
relationships, may give an opportunity for positive impact, but without clear planning, 
guidance, support and commitment (on both sides) there is no guarantee that these effects 
will be seen. It is therefore important that we take on board the lessons learnt through 
previous initiatives and seek to identify/apply principles of best practice, such as those 
outlined here, in order to develop more effective programmes and enhance all participants’ 
experiences of youth mentoring. 
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i HSBC stands for Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation. The sponsors of the HSBC/Outward Bound 
project are ‘HSBC in the Community’, a sub-group of HSBC’s corporate social responsibility arm that has 
responsibility for promoting positive relationships with the local community.  
ii Informal Education (IE) is a term that has gained significant currency in recent times and has perceptible links 
to concepts such as situated learning, experiential learning, mentoring and reflection. Drawing on the theories of 
educationalists such as Dewey, Freire and Bruner, IE views learning as being a fluid, adaptable and 
collaborative process (Jeffs, 2001). Rather than being simply a loose approach to learning, however, it is also 
argued that IE is, fundamentally, deliberate and purposeful (Sandford et al., 2010). 
iii Residential activity sessions were between 3 and 14 days long and took place at outdoor centres around the 
UK. During these periods, the young people were split into groups with individuals from other schools (each led 
by a trained Outward Bound instructor) and undertook a timetable of activities designed to provide 
individual/group challenges and develop skills relating to team building, communication, and responsibility (e.g. 
rock-climbing, gorge walking and raft-building). The young people stayed on-site at these centres, so there were 
also many opportunities for social interaction outside of the scheduled activities. 
